Into the circle of light slinks a slut in black, the red neck-trimming covering the head-a seedy, ungroomed head. Who is this? What kind of face is it? The 'suburban prostitute' by Toulouse-Lautrec is a countess by comparison with this tart.
Indifferently she pushes up her shoulder blades-indifferently this hired piece of meat from the display cabinet pushes itself across the street. And is seized by a guy-and produces the most infamous thing ever done on stage. The legs open and close. And indifference, convulsion-convulsion nevertheless!-and greed for money shake this abused body: syphilis and the Salvation Army fight with equal ardour for this poor soul. Whoever has longed for the vices at the 'infamous Berlin nude dances': here they are. And I have never grasped so well how lust and agony are part and parcel of the same. And then she exhales the last lust, pretends to spit-and vanishes. 7 As Ramsay Burt has argued, Gert did not simply interpret this role as a critique of capitalist society and its treatment of woman as a will-less and submissive commodity. Rather, she strove to depict the female experience in a somewhat autonomous light, with the prostitute enjoying considerable control over her sexuality. 8 On the other hand, a little film snippet by Suse Byk captures how the character's eyes roll up-accompanying a provocative body gesture-to display only the whites while the pupils disappear under the eyelids. 9 Pupils are distinctive markers of the individual's identity and establish his or her connection with the outside world; their disappearance gives Gert's character an eerie and somewhat inhuman edge.
The ambiguity of the stage role was indeed a reflection of the figure of the contemporary prostitute herself. On the one hand, prostitutes could be seen as career women:
independent both financially and emotionally. On the other hand, even during the First World War, brothels had been organised to satisfy the erotic needs of battlefield soldiers and to maximise their fighting efficiency-by order of the German High Command. This had been done in a strictly unsentimental and mechanised manner. Gert mirrored a tendency in the treatment of sexual matters during the Weimar Republic, namely, the rationalisation of sexuality and the decline of any romantic ideology. A prostitute, she claimed, knows how to separate "physical things from these sentimentalities mistakenly called love." 10 Berlin's frivolous nightly dance entertainment (with Anita Berber's artistic nude dances only the tip of the iceberg) and the wild excesses of sexual licence testify to the view that, in Max Weber's words, the time produced "sensualists without heart." 11 By drawing on the commonplace but largely ignored dark aspects of quotidian life, Gert's work contributed to an innovative dance aesthetic within the modern dance movement.
She redefined the image of the female on stage and redeployed the framework within which production and reception of dance had previously been undertaken, even by contemporary artists. In various theoretical treatises, Gert criticised the fact that the overall trend of Ausdruckstanz (German expressive dance) was directed away from concrete art, which draws its substance from life itself, towards an aestheticism that was out of touch with reality. Gert openly expressed her resentment of dances which revolved around abstracts or symbols, and His review underlines the fact that modernity, undoubtedly a hallmark of Gert's dances, is perceived as at once threatening and fascinating.
Gert's enthusiasm for the outlook of modern city life is reflected in her representation of a multitude of sports in her dances, which constitute another crucial aspect of the American influence on Europe. Despite the strong emphasis on body culture and gymnastics, sports in 1920s Germany did not play a significant role in shaping national identity; they were, instead, regarded as a "method of Americanisation." 19 The gymnast Fritz Wildung was eager to distinguish sport, as a phenomenon alien to German culture, from more traditional forms of physical exercise which he saw as intertwined with German mentality: "Sport in Germany is incidentally still too new and too little rooted in the character of the German people to make it possible to point to a definition that has grown organically from the German way of life." 20 Gert's caricatural and energetic presentation of various forms of sport, including swimming, ice-skating, tennis, football and boxing, captured the American spirit. Hildenbrandt describes her dance in great detail:
Then she dances sport, and there again everything is improvised, she glides close and is very careful because she is on skates and has to do very difficult things, she leans towards the one and towards the other side and bends herself and keeps the feet very nicely in place. And she also walks on the skis and is peculiar and very expert and precisely stiff while doing it and pushes the skis ahead of her and also tries the Telemark a little. . . . She dances a cycle racing . . . and already her legs are engaged in melancholic and enthusiastic and quick pedalling and pedalling and pedalling. She dances swimming, and the water swirls around her, and she lies in it and has the eyes closed and the mouth shut and occasionally opens it a little and spits out a bit of water and dips the skull straightaway back into the element. She dances foil fencing and takes up the position daintily, the one hand on the back and the other with the foil, and she has an enormous opponent, whom she will have to defeat in a life-and-death struggle whatever the cost. 21 By dancing sport, Gert drew her audiences' attention to a combination of associations and clichés which revolved around the dynamism of the rising generation on the one hand, and a resistance to German identity on the other, conveying a sense of internationalism rather than national community. Moreover, as a young woman who performed sport on stage, Gert was closely associated with the image of the 'American girl,' 22 which is thus depicted (and stylised) by Jean Cocteau: "The United States evokes a girl more interested in her health than in her beauty. She swims, boxes, dances, leaps onto moving trains-all without knowing that she is beautiful." 23 Cocteau drew on this idea in the scenario for Parade, which was premiered in 1917 by Diaghilev's Ballets Russes. Here, the American girl displayed a virtually limitless physical energy, performing wild jumps and stunts in a sideshow company.
Gert's performances, in which she presented extracts of different sports by reducing them to their most fundamental movements at a very fast tempo, reflect the dynamic model of
Cocteau's American girl as a paradigm for the modern age. Yet, this girl not only delivers an image of health, strength and unlimited possibilities for women's freedom; the portrayal might also have appeared despiritualised, overly assertive and even threatening, in particular when viewed from a male perspective. Indeed, Elizabeth Hutton Turner's claim that the confident American girl was a "male fantasy" 24 could be regarded as double-edged, given the period of considerable male insecurity in the face of the female emancipation movement. One should bear in mind that German women had recently, namely in 1918, during the period of Gert's early career, gained the right to vote and stand in elections. Moreover, due to the severe shortage of men of marriageable age resulting from the war losses, a large number of women were now in the employment market.
It can be argued that for many generations, women had served to entertain the illusion of a holistic and domestic existence. Correspondingly, even within the field of modern dance, many female artists, such as the Austrian Grete Wiesenthal, conformed to traditional expectations of femininity by creating works which evoked notions of totality and harmony.
In Weimar Germany, however, the image of the emancipated and self-assertive American woman became more widely disseminated, for instance in the media. Some of Gert's dances may be seen as reflecting this trend; in provocative response to more traditionalist images of the female dancer, she took recourse to modern expressions of life, such as sport, which were associated with proactivity and forcefulness. Gert thus eluded old-fashioned, romantic images of femininity, and presented her body as a repository for the fears of those wedded to the status quo.
It is revealing that in contrast to 'mystical' expressive dancers, 25 Gert's works were hardly ever located in the peace and tranquillity of free nature. Rather, she presented excerpts from Berlin city life and scenes taken from the technological domain: "stamping machines," 26 planes and neon signs, Cinema and Traffic. Indeed, even in dances which did not entail a direct allusion to technology, she likened her rhythm to pitching machinery: "My rhythm became pounding until I stamped like an engine." 27 With this choice of subject matter, Gert reacted to the process of rapid technological advance after the First World War, which signalled Germany's economic recovery. However, as a symptom of a world bereft of individual personalities, technology, like urbanity, gave rise to a number of ambivalent sentiments. This period produced impressive warnings about industrialisation. 28 The modern dance scene reacted to the changes by choreographing works revolving around the machine, often taking a negative stance towards industrial modernisation. Examples include Gertrud ideas, German industry was reluctant to take them up. 29 Gert, however, was more than willing to experiment by distilling motions into more simplified forms in the realm of dance. In a spirit not too far removed from Taylor's, Gert made it her task to reduce every movement to its bare essentials, eschewing anything extraneous or merely decorative. In Traffic, Gert extracted scenes from Berlin traffic-cars, policemen, accidents, neon signs and traffic jams-in a reductionist manner, limiting herself to a series of short symbolic gestures to portray a rapid sequence of everyday events. This dance reflected the overwhelming, 12 multifarious experiences of urban life; Berlin was then the third largest city in the world.
Similarly, in Cinema, she danced trickfilm illustrators, a hand-cranking film-operator and the fast gait of pedestrians. Mirroring the imperfect picture quality of early film, their movements looked flickering and somewhat disjointed.
In these dances, Gert diagnosed what she considered a typical feature of her time, namely "Unausgeglichenheit" (instability). 30 Reflected for instance in "the nervousness and hurry of the passersby," 31 the fast tempo and jerky movements illustrated that, in Sigmund The former serve to defy the principle of clarity (perspicuitas); they include synaesthesia ("silberner Pfiff"), pleonasm ("blanke Glätte"), and a number of curious metaphors ("den . . .
lutsche ich nun wie Lakritzen"). In addition to this employment of unusual visual imagery,
Meyer confronts the reader with unconventional grammatical constructions, such as the formation of incorrect plurals ("Kompöttern") and the comparative form of a participle adverb ("streichelnd und streichelnder").
Another central stylistic feature of Gert's artistic intention, which has not been highlighted by previous research, was her recourse to lower or light, cabaret-style forms of entertainment, which she deployed to undermine the distinction between high and low culture.
As explained earlier, Gert's choice of subject matters displayed an affinity for 'low' milieux, Gert's Tanzlied draws on the street ballad's simplistic texture by retaining its basic paratactic syntax and by using verbal expressions which extend to dialectal idioms such as "So watt war noch nie da." This stylistic particularity was indeed adopted by Meyer, whose "Valeska Gert" is strongly coloured by Berlin dialect ("in die Visage geschmissen," "paukt . .
. intus," "mang uns mang ist Valeska mang").
It is important, in any assessment of Gert's artistic oeuvre, to consider the paradigm shift in her understanding of art, away from the visionary and sophisticated qualities of artistic trends such as Expressionism, and towards conventionally lower forms of culture. This takes us to the heart of her methodological approach to dance: the renunciation both of the idealised remoteness promoted by romantic and classical ballet, where the stage was populated by unearthly creatures such as sylphs or fairies; and of the abstract and mystic dimensions of dance, which many German expressive dancers tried to capture. Rather than furthering the idea of utopianism, Gert adopted a cultural realism in her dances which reflected the contemporary world she inhabited. While contemporary members of the audience were struck by the scenic qualities of Gert's dances, the more serious, acid undertone of social criticism was often hidden behind a smokescreen of jokey and clownesque behaviour: "'Hullabaloo', Klabund called her dance.
Hullabaloo! That's right, but it does not suffice. 'Dirty joke'? Yes, but a higher dirty joke, as it were." 36 While drawing on folk humour and popular entertainment, the works often contained an implicit critique of the establishment and social authorities. Indeed, the subversive potential of some of Gert's dances was such that they attracted the attention of the police. The day after her first performance as a dancer in 1916, police officers came to check on the performers after reports of indecency and turmoil on stage. Gert herself noted that the audience "yelled, clapped, were disinhibited, threw objects at us," creating a scandal and tainting, in the eyes of more conservative onlookers, the sacred space of the theatre.
Consequently, a Berlin theatre determined not to renew Gert's contract. 37 Gert's idea of dance was not that of a performer in front of a detached spectator. Further allusions may be drawn between Gert's style and the carnivalesque. In Bakhtin's words, the carnival was "the feast of becoming, change, and renewal. It was hostile to all that was immortalized and completed". 40 Gert, correspondingly, refused to comply with the classic aesthetic of perfection; her parodic performances were never fixed and stable, but were subject to a considerable degree of improvisation on the night of performance. For example, she reportedly varied her performances of Canaille depending on her mood. 41 Similarly, as
Bakhtin connotes the carnival with a "grotesque realism" that comprises a "lowering of all that is high, spiritual, ideal, abstract . . . to the sphere of earth and body," 42 so Gert's presentation of the material body emphasised features such as copulation, the belly and old age. This again opposed the classical model which tended to avoid allusions to the body's mortality and 'unclean' functions.
It is notable that Gert's corporeality was adapted to this mode of casting herself in plebeian, carnivalesque roles. By virtue of costume, make-up, and her kinetic repertory, Gert projected a grotesque, distorted image of the current belle idéale of the female onto stage.
Wearing high-heeled shoes, strong-coloured dresses and heavy make-up, Gert stood out against both the dress-code of ballet (pointe shoes and tutu) and the earth-bound expressionist dancer, whose long-flowing, muted-coloured costume and practice of dancing barefoot were reminiscent of antique paragons. The avantgardist shock effect which Gert's dance style evoked in the audience was certainly partly engendered by her physical ugliness, 43 belly circles, the arms beating the time and in the end her fat backside sticking in the air. 44 However! The Gert makes ugly things beautiful. Her dance is ugliness and also beauty. 45 By breaking away from beauty norms and stereotypically female behavioural patterns, Gert's performances questioned the widely held belief that it is beauty that justifies dance. Perhaps she thus commented on the ugliness of certain aspects of city-life and industrialisation, which she mirrored in her performances.
Contemporary critics coined the expression "grotesque dance" to find an encompassing label for Gert's unrivalled style. Some researchers on Gert reject the term, due to the association of the grotesque with lower forms of entertainment 46 This means that the emphasis is on the apertures or the convexities, or on various ramifications and offshoots: the open mouth, the genital organs, the breasts, the phallus, the potbelly, the nose. 47 It takes little to show that this conceptualisation of the body finds a parallel in Gert's stage dances. The photographic series Matchmaker by Suse Byk, for instance, confirms the emphasis Gert placed on exposed parts of the body, such as nose, eyes, and the open mouth (Fig. 1) . 48 Above all, the deplacement and movement of her breasts, an illusionary effect obtained by painting two circles on her dress on the upper part of the torso, is noteworthy.
Gert's experiments with the subversive power of transgressing one's own anatomical boundaries resulted in the presentation of a monstrous and-by modern standards-'lower' form of corporeality: an anatomical miracle. 49 It has been argued that by presenting a body without a stable surface, one violates the norm of the limited, unambiguous and culturally-constructed body associated with the modern (i.e. post-medieval) age. Peter Stallybrass's claim that the grotesque body, in the modern age, is "subject to constant surveillance" 50 suggests that an open, grotesque corporeality is often perceived as a threat to the social order, and has a subversive potential. Gert's grotesqueness can therefore be seen as yet another stylistic means by which she subverted audience expectations.
Gert's performances displayed a radical experimentation quite foreign to the mystical dance conception of corporeality. They also promoted an instability of traditional identificatory concepts by deconstructing gender norms, and perhaps even questioning the notion of femininity altogether. How did they achieve this? First, the presentation of ugliness on stage in academic ballet in its later period (post-1800s) was a constituent and exclusive characteristic of the male danseur de caractère. By performing steps which were not devised to display beauty and grace, Gert thus adopted a traditionally male repertory of movement.
Even more notable, however, is her transgression of gender boundaries through sexually ambiguous or clearly male-connoted dance scenes. For instance, Gert danced a bald-headed Chinaman wearing little pigtails, a clown, and a boxer-one of her most popular scenes for which a peculiar fascination must have arisen. Though boxing, in the Weimar Republic, was a sport played by women as well as men, Gert's dance Boxing obviously conveyed an image of masculinity (Fig. 2) . A contemporary observer noted: "She dances 'Boxing', and one sees the boxer in the ring, sees the suppleness and skilfulness of beautiful trained male bodies, is startled by the blow to the stomach, the hook to the chin, the knock-out." 
